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THE TRIAL OF JEREMIAH. 



By David W. Amram, 
Philadelphia, Pa. 



In the twenty-sixth chapter of the book of Jeremiah it is 
recorded that the prophet, in the beginning of the reign of 
Jehoiakim, king of Judah, was inspired by Jehovah to pronounce 
doom against the city of Jerusalem and against the temple : 

If ye will not hearken to me to walk in my law, which I have set before 
you to hearken to the words of my servants, the prophets, whom I sent unto 
you (making them rise up early and sending them while ye have not heark- 
ened), then I will make this house like Shiloh, and will make this city a curse 
before all the nations of the earth. 

These words of Jeremiah were made the basis of a charge 
preferred against him by the priests and prophets, for which he 
was tried by the royal judges. The proofs were clear, for " the 
priests and the prophets and all the people heard Jeremiah speak- 
ing these words in the house of the Lord ; " nor did he deny 
that he had spoken them, but on the contrary, as we shall shortly 
see, he fully admitted it. Had his address been delivered to the 
people generally, without containing, as it did, a denunciation of 
the official classes, namely, the priests and prophets, it probably 
would have passed without official recognition. 

It was not an uncommon thing for zealous men to address 
the people in the name of God for the purpose of correcting 
wrongs both in public as well as in private life, but in his case 
the priests and the prophets felt that they were personally 
attacked. 

The priests felt aggrieved because Jeremiah called down the 
wrath of God upon the temple, and with its fall their official 
functions necessarily would cease. The prophets felt aggrieved 
because by implication he contrasted the prophets who were 
sent by God to admonish the people with those who were not 
prophets of Jehovah, but were seekers after popularity; who, 
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instead of correcting wrongs, countenanced them, and even 
declared them to exist by the will of God ; and they felt that 
they belonged to the latter class. Both priests and prophets 
found ample cause in Jeremiah's words for wishing him to be 
put to death. The people, in this as in most cases, were easily 
led, and — 

when Jeremiah had made an end of speaking all that Jehovah had com- 
manded him to speak unto all the people, then the priests and the prophets 
and all the people seized him, saying, Thou shalt surely be put to death ; 
why hast thou prophesied in the name of Jehovah, saying, This house shall 
be like Shiloh, and this city shall be desolate without an inhabitant ? 

Shiloh was an ancient town in northern Palestine which had 
been a sanctuary since time immemorial, but which had fallen 
into decay and insignificance after the establishment of Jerusa- 
lem as the only sacred city; and, therefore, Jeremiah's words 
that the temple would become like Shiloh meant that it would 
fall into ruin and cease to be a sacred place. 

Inasmuch as Jeremiah's address had been delivered in the 
court of the temple, the mob was restrained by the fear of sacri- 
lege from putting him to death. Had he spoken in a profane 
place, there is no doubt that he would have been killed at once 
by the hands of the people. But the sacred precincts of the 
temple court protected him, "and all the people were gathered 
around Jeremiah in the house of Jehovah." 

The excitement attendant upon this scene in the court of the 
temple spread throughout the city and reached the ears of the 
royal judges, who were at that time in the house of the king. 
These royal judges are spoken of in the record as the princes of 
Judah. They immediately proceeded from the house of the 
king to the temple, and sat down "at the door of the new gate 
of Jehovah" to try the case. 

The constitution of the courts of law at this time is not 
clearly defined. Anciently, before the organization of the king- 
dom, each community had a council of elders who acted as 
administrative and judicial officers. These councils retained 
their functions under the kings, although they were somewhat 
curtailed in their authority and the scope of their jurisdiction. 
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For the purpose of unifying the kingdom and better to maintain 
their authority throughout the land, the kings appointed judges 
who sat in the various towns of the kingdom along with the 
ancient councils, thus representing the king's majesty in every 
court of law in the kingdom. 

In the city of Jerusalem, the capital and the seat of the royal 
residence, the king's authority became exclusive, and the local 
council of elders lost all its ancient rights and powers. Hence 
we find that the persons who sat in judgment in the case of Jere- 
miah were not the members of the council of elders, but the 
princes of Judah, or, in other words, the royal judges. They 
seemed, like the judges in former times in England, to have been 
attached to the king's person and formed a part of his household, 
having their residence " in the king's house." Hence, when they 
went to try the case, they went from the house of the king. 

Courts of justice were always held at the gate. In the pre- 
regal times the council of elders sat at the gate of the city, and 
this ancient custom prevailed until the very latest time, so that 
the word "gate" was synonymous with court. In Jerusalem the 
court sat at the temple gate, and it seems that at this time there 
had been recently built a new gate of the temple, and it was in 
this new court that the royal judges sat to try Jeremiah. 1 

After the court had assembled, the priests and the prophets 
who had seized Jeremiah, who were the ones who considered 
themselves aggrieved by his denunciation, acted as prosecuting 
officers, and presented their complaint, charging him as follows : 
"A sentence of death is due to this man, for he has prophesied 
against this city, as ye have heard with your ears;" and this 
address of the prophets and the priests was made, not merely 
to the judges, but to the people standing around. The latter 
were the ones who had heard the criminal words of Jeremiah, 
and to them the prosecutors appealed as witnesses. What was 
the basis of the charge ? Against what clause of the criminal 
law had Jeremiah offended ? It may have been that his words 

1 It is interesting to note that the term " new gate," as used in the biblical record 
in this place, bears resemblance to the use of the term in London. " Newgate Prison" 
took its name from the fact that it was built at one of the new gates of the city. 
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were considered blasphemous, because they foretold the ruin of 
the temple of Jehovah. It may have been that they were con- 
sidered treasonable, because they foretold the destruction of the 
royal city and the capital of the state. It may have been that 
they were considered against the public policy of the state, 
because they had a tendency to incite the people to riot and to 
opposition against the authorities ; all of these reasons may have 
been offered by the prosecutors. A further reason, and perhaps 
the most serious one, was that the offense was in violation of the 
statute as laid down in the book of Deuteronomy (18:20): 
" But the prophet who shall presume to speak a word in my 
name which I have not commanded him to speak .... even 
that prophet shall die." The statute declares that proof of the 
fact that the prophet does not speak in the name of Jehovah 
shall be that "the thing follow not nor come to pass." In the 
present case this proof could not be given, because no time had 
been allowed for the determination of the question as to whether or 
not the prophecy was fulfilled, but Jeremiah's prosecutors prob- 
ably relied on the fact that they, by virtue of their official position 
as priests and prophets, were entitled to an opinion as experts 
upon the question as to whether or not any particular person 
was lawfully speaking as a prophet; in other words, that they 
were the judges of the qualifications of the members of their 
class. 

All these and other matters may have been presented to the 
royal judges for their consideration in this case. 

Jeremiah's defense was simple and bold. He admitted that 
he had spoken the words with which he was charged, and he 
boldly declared that he spoke them in the name of God. 

Even Jeremiah spoke unto all the princes and all the people, saying, 
Jehovah sent me to prophesy against this temple and against this city, all the 
words that ye have heard. Therefore now amend your ways and your doings, 
and hearken unto the voice of Jehovah, your God, and Jehovah will repent of 
the evil that he has spoken against you. As for me, behold, I am in your 
hand ; do with me as appears good and proper in your eyes, but know ye for 
certain that if ye put me to death ye will bring innocent blood upon your- 
selves and upon this city and upon its inhabitants, for of a truth Jehovah has 
sent me in time to speak all these words in your ears. 
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Since all dispute of facts was removed by this bold declara- 
tion and confession, the question narrowed down to a single point : 
Did Jeremiah speak in the name of God ? If he did, judgment 
would not be pronounced against him ; if he did not, then, for any 
of the reasons above mentioned, the royal judges would not have 
hesitated to sentence him to death ; more especially because this 
was the desire of his accusers, who represented a very important 
official faction in the capital. 

Arrayed against the official power of his prosecutors was 
the simple word of the accused, and so effective was his appeal 
that men arose from among the people standing around to 
defend him. 

Then rose up certain of the elders of the land and spoke to all the assem- 
bly of the people as follows: "Micah, the Morasthite, prophesied in the 
days of Hezekiah, king of Judah, and spoke to all the people of Judah, say- 
ing, Thus saith Jehovah of Hosts : Zion shall be plowed like a field, and Judah 
shall become heaps of ruins, and the temple mount like the high places of 
the forest. Did Hezekiah, king of Judah, and all Judah put him to death ? 
Did he not fear Jehovah and beseech Jehovah ? Jehovah repented of the 
evil which he had pronounced against them. And shall we bring a great evil 
on our souls ? " 

The elders of the land who arose to defend Jeremiah were 
among those who had formerly constituted the council with 
administrative and judicial functions, and who had been deposed 
by the authority of the king ; and it is not unlikely that some 
political consideration entered into their defense, seeing that 
Jeremiah was being prosecuted by the priests and prophets 
before the royal court which had supplanted them. 

Like modern lawyers, they did not devote their argument to 
a consideration of the principles of the case, but forthwith pro- 
duced an authority, to wit, the case of Micah. He had made 
statements similar to those of Jeremiah, and had been charged 
and tried before the king himself, and had been acquitted. This 
they held up as a precedent to rule the case of Jeremiah. The 
record speaks of another defender of Jeremiah : "The hand of 
Ahikam, the son of Shaphan, was with Jeremiah that they should 
not give him into the hands of the people to put him to death." 

Ahikam was a person of some consequence, or the record 
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would not have mentioned him by name. The statement that 
he used his authority so that Jeremiah should not be given into 
the hands of the people to be put to death indicates that it was 
still the custom in those days, as it had been since time imme- 
morial, for convicted criminals to be put to death by the hands 
of the people, and not by the public executioner. " The hands 
of the witnesses shall be first upon him to put him to death, and 
afterwards the hands of the people" (Deut. 17: 7). The judges, 
having heard all the witnesses, and having listened to the state- 
ments of fact and the arguments made by them, finally pro- 
nounced the sentence of acquittal. It is recorded thus: "Then 
said the princes and all the people unto the priests and to the 
prophets, No sentence of death is due to this man, for he has 
spoken to us in the name of Jehovah our God." 

It is to be presumed that the sentence was pronounced by 
the judges and acclaimed by all the people, and that on this 
account the record puts the words in the mouth of "the princes 
and all the people." There is no doubt that a strong case must 
have been made out for Jeremiah, or else that the court was com- 
posed of judges who were intent upon administering the law 
justly, because, although both Micah and Jeremiah were acquitted 
upon the charge brought against them, we find that during the 
reign of the same king, Jehoiakim, another prophet, named 
Urijah, who was charged with a similar offense, was convicted 
and put to death. 

The record of this case is interpolated in the record of Jere- 
miah's case, and is given as follows : 

There was also a man that prophesied in the name of Jehovah, Urijah, 
son of Shemaiah of Kirjath-jearim, who prophesied against this city and 
against this land, according to all the words of Jeremiah. 

This introduction to the statement of this case shows that it 
must have occurred after the case of Jeremiah and was intro- 
duced into this narrative because of the similarity of the two 
cases. The writer wished to emphasize the danger in which 
Jeremiah stood at the time. 

And when Jehoiakim the king and all his mighty ones and all the princes 
heard these words, the king sought to put him to death, and when Urijah 
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heard it, he was afraid and fled to Egypt, and Jehoiakim the king sent men 
into Egypt, namely, Elnathan, the son of Achbor, and certain men with him, 
and they brought forth Urijah out of Egypt and brought him to Jehoiakim 
the king, who slew him with a sword and cast his dead body into the graves 
of the common people. 

It is probable that after Micah and Jeremiah other prophets 
arose who made it uncomfortable for the king by prophesying 
in a similar strain, relying upon the acquittal of those two proph- 
ets for impunity, and that the king eventually came to the con- 
clusion that, for the peace of the state and of the crown, an 
example must be made of one of these prophets. This record 
shows also that there must have been some international agree- 
ment between Judah and Egypt for the extradition of criminals, 
for Egypt at that time was a powerful monarchy, and it is 
entirely unlikely that its monarch would have permitted a neigh- 
boring king to remove persons from his territory, unless by 
treaty or some other international compact. 

The special relation then existing between the king of Egypt 
and the king of Judah sufficiently accounts for such agreement 
between them, for the king of Egypt had made war upon King 
Jehoiakim's brother, who was his predecessor, deposed him, and 
appointed Jehoiakim in his place. The king of Judah, therefore, 
owed his throne to the Egyptian king and was practically his 
vassal. It is well known that Jeremiah's prophecy against the 
temple and against the city was shortly thereafter fulfilled, 
when the hosts of King Nebuchadnezzar, the Babylonian, overran 
Palestine and put an end to the Jewish kingdom. 



